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In 1909 Ella Flagg Young, the first female superintendent of Chicago Public Schools, predicted that
more women than men would be at the helm of most twentieth century school systems. Young’s
prediction emanated from a belief, held by other influential leaders of her time, that teaching was a
woman’s natural vocation, for it advanced a woman’s maternal instincts of caretaking and nurturing.
Unfortunately, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, her prediction has not been fulfilled. Almost a
hundred years after Young’s prediction, less than five percent of public school superintendents are
women and less than twenty-seven percent of public secondary school principals are women (Digest of
Educational Statistics, 2004). Despite the fact that teaching has remained a feminized profession,
educational administration continues to be dominated by males (Glazer, 1991), making this disparity
one of education’s most challenging issues.
The history of women’s work in schools, specifically educational administration, has it roots in sex-role
socialization (Reskin and Padavic, 1994: Chafetz, 1990). Women have not broken into the ranks of
educational leadership because the institutions (i.e., family, schools, and churches) that have
contributed to their socialization process also have stood as their greatest barriers. Women have
sought to move into school leadership positions, but they have not been able to overcome the stigma of
a culture that consciously or unconsciously, believes that women in education are better suited for the
classroom. Currently, female teachers on both elementary and secondary levels far outnumber their
male counterparts. Therefore, it would be reasonable to assume that with so many women in the
classroom it would be natural for women to ascend into educational administration. Yet, the data from
the research literature have suggested quite a different scenario. Edson (1988) pointed out in his study
of 142 female administrative aspirants from various geographical regions that there is a definite
pattern of gender division of labor in education. He concluded that women have not made significant
gains in educational administration because their “femaleness” appeared to be problematic in an area
dominated by men. Consequently, their gains have been slow and tenuous.
Based on the current status of women in educational administration, males continue to dominate all
facets of this domain, except in elementary school principalships, supervisors, and specialists of
instruction. These positions, for the most part, have represented the highest levels some women
achieve in education (Shakeshaft, 1989; Carlson, 1972). Even in these positions, women have not
achieved the pay equal to men. Gupton and Slick (1996) examined the career ladders of highly
successful female administrators and found that most women who made it to the top line position of
superintendent had career paths similar to male administrators. The paths included the positions of
classroom teacher, assistant principal, secondary principal, assistant or associate superintendent, and
superintendent. Some female administrators, on the other hand, followed a much more limited track.
They moved from the position of classroom teacher to elementary school principal, specialist, or
supervisor, not ever achieving the top line administrative positions of secondary principal, assistant or
associate superintendent, and superintendent–the top decision-making positions in education (Natale,
1992; Shakeshaft, 1987).
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this research study was to describe the obstacles and enablers that have affected
female administrators’ career paths to educational administration.
Sample and Method
The research study employed a non-experimental descriptive design using frequency distributions to
compile the responses to the Women In Education Questionnnaire (Gupton and Slick, 1993) with
approved modifications. The survey instrument was designed to measure female leaders’ perceptions
of the obstacles and enablers that affected their career paths to educational adminstration. Through
purposeful sampling, the subjects for this study were the 208 female members of the Virginia
Association of Secondary School Principals (VASSP). Letters were sent to the 208 subjects with
stamped return addressed envelopes. Each questionnaire was coded for tracking purposes, but the
respondents’ responses were confidential. Subjects were given two weeks to return the surveys.
Results and Discussion
One hundred eleven respondents (53%) returned their surveys and were asked to indicate their range
of agreement or disagreement with several broad beliefs or myths about perceived barriers and
support systems affecting the number of women in educational administration. More than 92% of the
respondents either strongly agreed or agreed with the statement that many women are seeking
administrative positions; while only 5% disagreed. Other findings indicated that respondents 78% of
the respondents believed that women were supportive of each other in the profession. Only 10% either
disagreed or strongly disagreed with that statement. Interestingly, when respondents were asked if
career women are torn between family and work responsibilities, 48% agreed; however, 42% were
undecided. More than 80% reported that women did not have the freedom of geographic mobility which
hindered career advancement opportunities. Eighty-four percent believed that women are still
frequently perceived in stereotyped roles. Less than 9% disagreed with the statement; while none of the
respondents strongly disagreed. Additionally, there was an equal range of agreement 36.9% and
disagreement 36.9% among the respondents on their perceptions that women receive token positions
at the assistant superintendent’s level. When asked if the “good old boy” system is alive and well in
educational administration, eighty percent of the respondents strongly agreed or agreed with the
statement; while 14% disagreed. Moreover, thirty-two percent agreed that innate gender differences
account for the ways men and women function on the job; however, 36% disagreed. Fifty-one percent
of the respondents either disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement that no amount of training
and acculturation will make the genders think or administer alike. Twenty-four percent agreed with the
statement and 17% were undecided. Table 1 presents the belief statements, the frequencies, and the
percentages.
Another component of the questionnaire examined various aspects of the respondent’s career path to
her current administrative position. For example, the most frequently cited motives for becoming a
school administrator were for the career challenge and satisfaction (49%) and to make positive
changes in education for young people (33%). Only two percent (2%) indicated that their motive for
becoming an educational administrator was for improved salary (see Table 2), although 67% had
incomes over $60,000. Respondents identified advancing in their careers (30%) and balancing family
and career (27%) as two of the most important career-related barriers, as shown in Table 3. Barriers
such as obtaining the necessary degree or training (8%), securing a job after receiving training (14%),
and encountering barriers that were gender-related (15%) ranked low for the women in this study.
However, forty-one percent agreed that they had made substantial personal sacrifices to advance in
their careers while 36% disagreed. Sixty percent of the respondents were either undecided or
disagreed that affirmative action laws had opened doors for them as they advanced in their careers
(see Table 4). The 111 respondents were asked to select the most important reason for their lack of
equitable representation in educational administration. The two most selected reasons for their under-
representation were (1) cultural stereotyping of “appropriate roles&rdquo
; for men and women (46%) and (2) insufficient role modeling, networking, and mentoring opportunities
(34%). None of the respondents felt that the low number of women in educational administration was
due to inadequate university training. The reasons, the frequencies, and percentages are presented in
Table 5.
These same respondents were also asked to identify the most effective strategy to increase the
number of women in educational administration. Eighty-one percent cited increasing mentoring and
networking opportunities at the university and division levels as the most effective way to increase the
number of women in educational administration. Even though 46% of the respondents believed that
cultural stereotyping of “appropriate roles” for men and women was the major factor affecting the
number of women in educational administration, less than 8% believed that changing the socialization
process would increase the number of women in administration. The strategies, the frequencies, and
percentages are presented in Table 6.
Regardless of the length of time these women spent in the classroom, they were able to assume
positions in educational administration. Respondents in this study did not lack the aspiration or
motivation to seek advancement opportunities, nor were they influenced by the traditional premise of
gender appropriate occupations and sex-roles for women (Grady, 1992, Chafetz, 1989; Johnson,
Yeakey, and Moore, 1980). The majority of the respondents decided to become administrators for the
career challenge and satisfaction.
From the findings, it is clear that the length of time these leaders stayed in the classroom did not
influence how they saw the obstacles and enablers that affected their career paths to educational
administration at all. The findings from this study also pointed out the importance of providing potential
female administrators with positive role models and mentors and they concluded that single factor is
the most effective way to increase the number of women in educational administration and to overcome
other obstacles to their success.
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